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The lure of alcohol point of sale promotions
Abstract
Point-of-sale (POS) refers to promotional materials that are found within a store or venue, at the point
where a purchase will be made. POS is increasingly being used as a marketing tool for alcohol products,
to the point where it is has been coined as 'aggressive' (Howard et al. 2004). Australian alcohol POS
promotions include price-related promotions, such as 'buy 1, get 1 free' and 'X% off with a purchase of $Y';
as well as non-price promotions, such as a gift or competition entry with purchase.
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promotions spent significantly more on
average than those who purchased items
without promotions ($38.05 compared
to $31.98).
Further, a 2011 survey of 403 Western Australian
adults found that of those who buy discounted alcohol,
26% would buy more frequently compared to only 10%
who would buy less frequently (Government of Western
Australia Drug and Alcohol Office 2011).
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Point-of-sale (POS) refers to promotional materials that are
found within a store or venue, at the point where a purchase
will be made. POS is increasingly being used as a marketing
tool for alcohol products, to the point where it is has been
coined as ‘aggressive’ (Howard et al. 2004). Australian alcohol
POS promotions include price-related promotions, such as
‘buy 1, get 1 free’ and ‘X% off with a purchase of $Y’; as well
as non-price promotions, such as a gift or competition entry
with purchase (Jones & Lynch 2007).

How common are alcohol POS promotions?
In 2008 we conducted a study of POS promotions in
metropolitan, regional and rural NSW and found 499
promotions across the 52 audits (i.e. an average of 10 per
outlet). In 2010, in collaboration with colleagues from
Curtin’s National Drug Research Institute, we conducted
audits of 24 hotel bottle shops and liquor stores in Perth
and Sydney. This audit identified a total of 793 POS
promotions; an average of 33 per store, substantially more
than in the 2008 study (Jones et al. 2012).
What was particularly concerning (in both studies) was
the amount of alcohol the customer needed to purchase to
participate in the promotion. This ranged from an average
of 12 standard drinks (SD) for ready-to-drink promotions,
to more than 20 for beer, wine and spirits promotions.

Do POS promotions influence purchase?
In both studies we conducted interviews with exiting
patrons, and found an association between promotions
and purchases. For example, in the 2010 study, those who
participated in POS promotions purchased a greater quantity
of alcohol than those who did not participate, particularly
for beer promotions (an average of 26.8 SD compared to an
average of 16.4 SD) (Jones et al. under review).
Contrary to industry (and popular press) arguments, these
promotions don’t serve to save customers money. In our
2010 study those who purchased items with associated
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Do POS promotions influence drinking?
The industry argument is that POS promotions may influence
purchase quantity but they don’t impact on consumption;
that is, people drink what they normally would and save the
rest for another day. However, in our 2008 and 2010 studies
we found a significant association between buying a larger
quantity of alcohol because of a promotion and the number
of standard drinks actually consumed.
In the WA survey, one in four 18-29 year olds and almost
one in five 30-49 year olds reported that they drink more
than planned when they buy discounted alcohol.
So why don’t they just stockpile the alcohol (just like they
stockpile the baked beans and toilet paper they got on
special)? Because alcohol is not an ‘ordinary commodity’
(Babor et al. 1993). Our qualitative research with teenagers
and young adults found that some (but not all) young
people report consuming these increased volumes of
alcohol on the single drinking occasion (Jones & Smith
2011) citing reasons such as the difficulty of storage of
‘leftover’ alcohol without the knowledge of their parents;
the positive emotions experienced by receiving something
for free; and their previous experience that if alcohol is
available it is consumed.

So where to now?
Most of these promotions fall outside the scope of the
Alcohol Beverage Advertising Code – the industry’s selfregulatory code on alcohol advertising – and are under the
radar of the regulators. If we are to begin to address the
harms associated with consumption of packaged alcohol,
there is a need for clear and enforceable guidelines on POS
alcohol promotions. Some things we could consider include:
• not allowing multi-pack pricing that makes
it cheaper to buy a larger quantity of alcohol
• not giving away ‘free’ alcohol with purchases
• not allowing promotions that are associated
with sporting events
• not tying desirable ‘gifts’ to high-volume purchases.
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